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Countries all over the world have been devastated by the new coronavirus (COVID-19) 
since early 2020. According to the World Health Organization (2021), more than 103,362,039 
cases have been confirmed globally, and the death toll has exceeded 2,244,713. The hospitality 
industry in Japan largely depends on inbound tourists and has been enormously affected 
because the Japanese government requires people arriving in Japan from all countries to submit 
certificates of negative test results for COVID-19 (Ministry of Health Labor and Welfare 2021). 
The number of tourists who visited Japan drastically dropped from 2,496,568 in October 
2019 to 27,386 in October 2020 (a decrease of 98.9%) (The Japan National Tourism 
Organization 2021). To increase the number of guests using strategies is crucial for the hotel 
industry in Japan. Since five-star hotels cannot offer extreme accommodation discounts to keep 
their brand equity, various strategies have been implemented by hotels to attract guests, instead 
of joining a price war.  
According to Coombs (2007), a crisis is generally regarded as an unpredictable that could 
damage the reputation of the company. This study examines effective strategies for attracting 
customers which eight Forbes five-star hotels in Tokyo adopted. The strategies will be analyzed 
based on the concept of situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) developed by Coombs 
(2007). Coombs (2007) describes the concept of SCCT that base responses consist of 
instructing information (what crisis happened, how the event would affect people, and what 
people should do) and adjusting information (what the company is conducting to prevent a 
repeat of the crisis). After that, companies use reputation repair strategies to restore reputational 
damage. The detail of each strategies which the five-star hotels used from the perspectives of 
both base responses and reputation repair will be described in this study. 
This research will benefit the hospitality industry not only in Japan but also in other 
countries that have been having difficulty attracting customers amid the pandemic. In this study, 
“luxury hotels” refers to five-star hotels based on the star rating of the Forbes Travel Guide 
2021 (2020). The research questions were as follows:  
 
1. What are the strategies five-star hotels have adopted to attract customers amid the 
pandemic? 
2. What are the differences and similarities in the strategies that the hotels have adopted? 
 
Literature Review 
  The concept of strategies in the hospitality industry. “Strategy” is an ambiguous 
concept and there is little agreed definition in the literature of the hospitality industry. Aladag 
et al. (2020) who conducted 139 literature review of articles related to strategies in hospitality 
industries found that most conventional approaches have the three elements of strategic 
planning, formulation and implementation.  
According to Aladag et al. (2020), the implementation aspect of strategy has been 
relatively more ignored than strategic planning in spite of its critical role in achieving 
performance results. There are little empirical research that features the stage of implementing 
a strategy in the hospitality industry (Becerra et al. 2013, Hughes, J. C., & Rog, E. 2008, 
Köseoglu et.al. 2013, Roma et al. 2019). For instance, in researching 1,490 hotels in 67 
locations in Spain, Becerra et al. (2013) found that horizontal differentiation strategies that 
offer higher quality services are the most effective compared with other differentiation 
strategies. However, the previous research which was already mentioned was not conducted in 
the unusual situation such as the financial crisis and the pandemic of COVID-19. 
Other research on implementing a strategies sheds an insight related to crisis response. 
For example, Del Mar Alonso-Almeida, M., & Bremser, K. (2013) focused on Spanish hotels 
during the financial crisis. Park (2017,190 ) stated that “it is important to understand the effects 
of different types of crisis response strategies such as no response, base response, reputation 
repair, and both base response and reputation repair on the public’s perceptions of a company.” 
Therefore, in this study the crisis response strategies on base response and reputation repair for 
attracting guests which the five-star hotels implemented will be explained. 
Crisis response strategies towards COVID-19 in the hospitality industry. Previous 
research has analyzed to prevent the spread of COVID-19. It could be categorized as crisis 
response strategies. For example, Weed (2020) reported on the “new normal” in the hospitality 
industry in the United States. The hotels created to deliver a sense of safety to customers, doing 
base response to prevent a continuous crisis, such as prepackaged snacks and drinks, and the 
use of the hotel’s phone application to turn on a room’s lights without the need to touch a 
switch. Another study (Patel et al. 2020) analyzed the impact of COVID-19 on the tourism 
industry in India and suggested an initial crisis response strategy that the government of India 
should issue “Fitness Certificates” for visa to block any cross-border transfer of COVID-19. 
Furthermore, suggestions for the recovery of the hospitality industry in Sri Lanka have been 
made (e.g., Ranasinghe et al. 2020). These suggestions, which include the implementation of 
flexible cancelation policies and broadcasting positive news to potential customers, have not 
been linked to practical crisis response strategies that hotels in Sri Lanka have applied. 
 Saito (2020) analyzed the prevention of COVID-19 infections in the hotel and bridal 
industries in Japan. The prevention policies for some business hotels were described. However, 
the crisis response strategies used by luxury hotels were not mentioned in detail. 
 
Methodology 
Investigated hotels. All eight five-star hotels in Tokyo, based on the star-rating of the 
Forbes Travel Guide 2021 (2020), were investigated. The eight five-star-hotels were The 
Peninsula Tokyo, Palace Hotel Tokyo, Mandarin Oriental Tokyo, Shangri-La Tokyo, Ritz-
Carlton Tokyo, The Prince Gallery Tokyo Kioicho, the Capitol Hotel Tokyu, and Executive 
House Zen. 
The star ratings in the Forbes Travel Guide are considered to be reliable and prestigious. 
Every year, the guide awards hotels with ratings in the form of stars. The Forbes Travel Guide 
(2020) describes itself as “the only independent global rating system for luxury hotels, 
restaurants and spas.” As evidence of their rating’s prestige, all the hotels in this study proudly 
decorated their stars at their main entrances. 
Procedure. The main study data were collected from the official websites of the eight 
five-star-hotels between August 2020 and February 2021. The author also stayed at all of the 
hotels for a night and examined their services and atmosphere under the unusual situation 
brought about by the pandemic. 
Strategies of Forbes Five-Star Hotels for Attracting Guests 
Emphasizing cleanliness and safety. As a crisis responsive strategy, the five-star hotels 
adopted a new higher standard for cleanliness to prevent a repeat of the crisis. For example, to 
relieve hotel guests’ anxiety regarding COVID-19, Palace Hotel Tokyo received international 
hygiene certification, the GBAC STAR (GBAC: Global Biorisk Advisory Council) Facility 
Accreditation, in August 2020, the first for a Japanese hotel (Palace Hotel Tokyo 2020). 
Mandarin Oriental started its “We Care” program of implementing strict protocols to protect 
the health of its guests. The standards of hygiene were verified by Lloyds Register, an 
internationally known independent assessor. The New Otani which Executive House Zen 
belongs to (The New Otani, 2020) made the videos that shows how to clean the table at the 
restaurant and the rooms with sanitizers. 
In addition, the Mandarin Oriental Hotel Group was the first luxury hotel to adopt 
contactless payment and booking using “We Chat Pay,” an international instant messenger 
application (Hospitality Net 2020).  
Using signature stories. In difficult situations some five-star hotels used signature 
stories as a crisis response strategy to repair their reputation. In fact, using signature stories 
seemed to be successful because the customers mentioned the signature stories through 
Instagram. According to Aaker (2018, 7), the author of Creating Signature Stories, “content is 
king in the digital age, and stories are the key to content. The social media audience is not 
passive; it is in control. It involves itself in messaging only when it is intrigued by content.”  
For instance, afternoon tea is one of the signatures of Shangri-La. Shangri-La Tokyo used 
the signature afternoon tea and connected it with special stories. Because guests cannot travel 
abroad because of coronavirus, five chefs from Shangri-La Hotels around the world (Tokyo, 
Hong Kong, Singapore, Paris, and London) collected original recipes, used local ingredients, 
and prepared their favorite dishes such as green-tea cakes and Beijing duck rolls, which enabled 
guests to feel like they were traveling to different countries. According to Kotler et al. (2017), 
“when the content reaches key influencers in the intended audience group, that content is more 
likely to go viral.” In fact, influencers such as Yuki Kaneshiro (87,000 followers), Ayapom 
(36,000 followers), and yuisho-ri (40,000 followers) mentioned Shangri-La’s afternoon tea and 
the story, including the five different Shangri-La Hotels’ sweets and foods, which contributed 
to attracting potential guests. 
Using the signature story, The Peninsula, Tokyo, offered a new staycation plan. The hotel 
began to offer its “We Meet Again—the Eight Loves of The Peninsula Tokyo” staycation plan 
(lasting from June 18 to December 31) (The Peninsula Tokyo 2020). The Eight Loves of The 
Peninsula Tokyo” is a special service that allows guests to choose a memorable experience at 
the hotel.  
The vintage Rolls-Royce made in 1934 is owned by the hotel’s founder and is “the 
signature” of the Peninsula Hotel. Due to the “We Meet Again” campaign, hotel guests have 
the opportunity to cruise around Ginza in the vintage Phantom II. The Peninsula Tokyo has 
used its signature stories to restore the brand image and attract more customers. Japanese 
popular television infotainment show, Hirunandesu introduced the vintage Rolls-Royce ride to 
the public on August 24. 
Providing cultural and seasonal offers in the new normal. The five-star hotels provide 
different cultural and seasonal services to enhance the hotel brand reputation as a crisis 
response strategy. Shangri-La Tokyo collaborated with a famous shrine, Kanda Myojin. Only 
the guests of Shangri-La Tokyo who join the special New Year plan are allowed to pray inside 
the shrine without lining up. This unique cultural plan made headlines on the Japanese social 
media platform LINE and a website for news related to tourism (Kankokeizai 2020).  
The Capitol Hotel Tokyu, offered cultural and seasonal services as part of the new normal. 
The New Year Stay Plan (lasting from December 31, 2020 to January 2, 2021) allowed guests 
to receive a gift of an ema, a traditional wooden plaque for New Year’s. Japanese people write 
prayers or wishes on these wooden plaques. Normally, Japanese consumers purchase ema at 
shrines; however, due to the coronavirus, some people who were afraid of crowds refrained 
from visiting shrines. Therefore, ema make an excellent gift for hotel guests. According to 
Aaker (2004), “the classic way to differentiate a brand in a mature category is to add a service.”  
Development of new takeout menus and delivery. Due to COVID-19, many Japanese 
people voluntarily refrained from going out. However, some luxury hotels adopted a strategy 
to their customers’ needs by using luxury takeout dishes, which contributed to repair reputation. 
Palace Hotel Tokyo, Ritz-Carlton Tokyo, The Peninsula Tokyo, Shangri-La Tokyo, and The 
Capitol Hotel Tokyu made use of the opportunity to entice new customers by using takeout 
food as a new business-building tool.  
Palace Hotel Tokyo started takeout services on May 29, 2020, after the state of emergency 
declaration was lifted. The hotel also allows customers to order takeout food online. For 
example, Wadakura, a signature Japanese-style restaurant in Palace Hotel Tokyo, offers 
exclusive lunch boxes at reasonable prices.If customers live within Tokyo’s 23 wards, dishes 
will be delivered directly to their houses by taxi. Customers can also select the drive-through 
option and receive food at the main entrance of the hotel. 
The Ritz-Carlton Tokyo, also offers exclusive takeout dishes and cocktails. The first 
bottled cocktail, or “bocktail,” can either serve as a gift or be ordered as a drink. Guests can 
choose two different bocktails: The Ritz Spritz, or the Cognac Old fashioned. Pictures of the 
drinks appeared on some news websites (My Navi News 2020; Shokuhin Sangyo News Web 
2020). 
The Ritz Carlton Tokyo is home to a Michelin one-star French restaurant called Azure 45. 
It offers takeout whole course menus, including lobster salads and roast duck. Between June 
16 and September 30, reasonable menu items such as beef curries and rice were also available 
from grill restaurants, Towers, and the Ritz Carlton Café and Deli.  
 Recommending staycation plans and daycations. Since the beginning of 2020, 
COVID-19 has hit Japan, and is still ongoing. The disease has not only affected the middle 
class but also the upper class, all of whom were consequently stuck in the city during the 
summer vacation season. Therefore, the five-star hotels immediately implemented a crisis 
response strategy to repair reputation, emphasizing new concept, “staycantion” and 
“daycation”. “Staycation” is a relatively new term for an alternative to long-distance travel that 
first emerged in the United States in 2008, when the country was experiencing an economic 
downturn (Sharma 2009). Staycation became a trendy word in Tokyo during the summer of 
2020. Shangri-La Tokyo was identified as an ideal hotel for a staycation by two websites, Tokyo 
Weekender (2020) and Savvy Tokyo (2020). The “Shangri-La Tokyo Summer Escape” 
staycation plan offers in-room melon shaved ice, free breakfast for two, and unlimited use of 
the swimming pool and gym. 
 Mandarin Oriental Tokyo offers a “Staycation by M.O.” plan (valid until March 31, 
2021) that enables guests to enjoy a complimentary breakfast; early check-in; late check-out; 
hotel dining credit; Mandarin Bread Tea as a souvenir; and special selective experiences such 
as fresh pasta cooking classes and a sake-tasting class. Because a great of number of people 
started to do remote work, “daycations” (Ritz-Carlton Tokyo 2020) have been offered as a way 
for busy businessmen and women, as well as their guests, to enjoy a short stay and a change in 
workplace from their home to a luxury hotel. The Ritz-Carlton Tokyo’s daycation plan (valid 
from July 27 to December 17, 2020) offers long stay hours up to 9 hours between 9.00 a.m. 
and 6.00 p.m. and includes 5,000 JPY in hotel credit, and free use of the swimming pool.  
     Improving brand loyalty programs. Under the pandemic some five-star hotels 
promptly promoted their customer loyalty programs as one of crisis response strategies. 
Maintaining customer loyalty is crucial in various industries, including the hotel industry 
(Tepeci 2015). According to Reichheld (1996), it is five times more expensive to attract new 
customers than to retain existing customers. Assael (1991) described consumer behavior in 
which customers who have made a decision about a brand are often loyal to that brand and 
continue to purchase it in the future. 
The Capitol Hotel Tokyu has a brand loyalty program called “Tokyu Hotel Comfort 
Members.” Normally, comfort members could receive points (5 points per 100 yen) if they 
stayed at the hotel or had meals at the restaurants. The members could gain 30% bonus points 
for their stay, lasting from December 28, 2020, to January 15, 2021. On December 17, 2020, 
the governor of Tokyo issued a special warning about COVID-19 because the number of 
infected people (822 people) in Tokyo was the highest up to that point. After that, it was 
predicted that the number of hotel guests would decrease. However, the Capitol Hotel Tokyu 
tried to attract loyal customers by improving its brand loyalty program.  
From February 1 to February 28, 2021, Mandarin Oriental Tokyo offered a special plan 
for members of its “Fans of M.O.” loyalty program. When a person newly registered with Fans 
of M. O., they could choose two benefits from among several different choices, such as a 
complimentary breakfast, early check in, late check-out, dining credit, or spa credit. The 
Japanese government issued a second state of emergency lasting from January 7 to March 7, 
2021. In the meantime, the hotel launched a new campaign promoting Fans of M.O. during the 
state of emergency in order to increase its loyal customers.  
 
Discussion 
This study examined the crisis response strategies employed by five-star hotels to attract 
guests amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Six strategies were identified: (1) emphasizing 
cleanliness and safety, (2) using signature stories, (3) providing cultural and seasonal offers in 
the new normal, (4) developing new takeout menus and delivery, (5) recommending staycations 
and daycations, and (6) improving branded loyalty programs. 
All hotels in this study emphasized cleanliness and safety as base response. Palace Hotel 
Tokyo received the international GBAC STAR Facility Accreditation in 2020—a first for a 
Japanese hotel. Various hotels adopted new cleanliness and safety policies, such as the “We 
Care” program of Mandarin Oriental Tokyo. The hotel also adopted the contactless payments, 
We Chat Pay. 
   The Peninsula Tokyo and Shangri-La Tokyo utilized their signature stories to repair their 
reputation, such as the free Rolls-Royce rides and The Shangri-La Afternoon Tea, which were 
mentioned by influencers and Instagrammers, helping to attract future customers. 
    Providing exclusive seasonal and cultural experiences in the new normal contributes to 
enhancing value of the hotel. Shangri-La Tokyo provided their guests with special services by 
offering a New Year’s visit to a famous shrine without having to wait in line.  
     Some hotels improved their brand loyalty programs to retain loyal customers. The 
Capitol Hotel Tokyu offers 30% bonus points for accommodation to Tokyu Hotels Comfort 
Members. 
Some hotels such as Ritz-Carlton Tokyo and Palace Hotel Tokyo developed new takeout 
menus. The whole course takeout dishes from the Michelin one-star French restaurant in the 
Ritz Carlton Tokyo boosted the hotel reputation. By employing various crisis response 
strategies, five-star hotels in Tokyo survived during the outbreak. Companies including hotels 
that continually match their strategic styles to their situation would enjoy a tremendous 
advantage (Reeves et.al 2020). The hotels maintained high-level services to restore reputation 
as crisis response strategies without joining a price war, added exclusive seasonal and cultural 
guest experiences, developed new takeout foods, and utilized signature stories in an effort to 
cope. Adopting these strategies to increase the satisfaction of guests could better secure the 
future of luxury hotels in Japan and around the world amid the ongoing global pandemic. 
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